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Summary 

The international investment position of the United States is an annual measure of the assets 
Americans own abroad and the assets foreigners own in the United States. The net position, or the 
difference between the two, sometimes is referred to as a measure of U.S. international 
indebtedness. This designation is not strictly correct, because the net international investment 
position reveals the difference between the total assets Americans own abroad and the total 
amount of assets foreigners own in the United States. These assets generate flows of capital into 
and out of the economy that have important implications for the value of the dollar in 
international exchange markets. Some Members of Congress and some in the public have 
expressed concerns about the U.S. net international investment position because of the role 
foreign investors are playing in U.S. capital markets and the potential for large outflows of 
income and services payments. Some observers also argue that the U.S. reliance on foreign 
capital inflows places the economy in a vulnerable position. 



Congressional Research Service 



The United States as a Net Debtor Nation 



Contents 

Background 1 

Valuing Investments 3 

Investment Patterns 6 

International Investment: Sources and Economic Impact 10 

Congressional Response 15 

Figures 

Figure 1. U.S. Direct Investment Abroad: 

Estimated Value of Accumulated Position, 1990-2012 5 

Figure 2. Foreign Direct Investment in the United States: 

Estimated Value of Accumulated Position, 1990-2012 6 

Figure 3. U.S. -Owned Assets Abroad and Foreign-Owned Assets in the United States, 

1994-2012 7 

Figure 4. Foreign Official and Private Investment Positions in the United States, 1994- 
2012 9 

Figure 5. U.S. and Foreign Investment Position, By Major Component, 2012 10 

Figure 6. U.S. Income Receipts and Payments on U.S.-Owned Assets Abroad and on 
Foreign-Owned Assets in the United States, 2012 14 

Tables 

Table 1. U.S. Net International Investment Position 1 

Table 2. U.S. International Investment Status 8 

Table 3. Saving and Investment in Selected Countries and Areas; 2008-2012, and 2013 
(est.) 12 

Table 4. Estimates of Wealth in the United States, 2012 Current-Cost, Gross Stock Values 15 

Contacts 

Author Contact Information 1 7 



Congressional Research Service 



The United States as a Net Debtor Nation 



Background 

The U.S. international investment position represents the accumulated nominal value of U.S. - 
owned assets abroad and foreign-owned assets in the United States measured on an annual basis 
at the end of the calendar year. Some observers refer to the net of this investment position (or the 
difference between the value of U.S. -owned assets abroad and the value of foreign-owned assets 
in the United States) as a debt, or that it indicates that the United States is in a net debtor position, 
because the value of foreign-owned assets in the United States is greater than the value of U.S. - 
owned assets abroad. In fact, the nation’s international investment position is not a measure of the 
nation’s indebtedness similar to the debt borrowed by some developing countries, but it is an 
accounting of assets. By year-end 2012, the latest year for which data are available, the overseas 
assets of U.S. residents totaled approximately $21 trillion, while foreigners had acquired about 
$25 trillion in assets in the United States, with direct investment measured at historical cost. As a 
result, the U.S. net international investment position was about $4.1 trillion in the negative with 
direct investment measured at historical cost, as indicated in Table 1. 



Table I. U.S. Net International Investment Position 

(in billions of dollars) 



Type of Investment 


2009 


2010 


201 1 


2012 


Net international investment position of the United States: 








With direct investment at current cost 


$-2,321.8 


$-2,473.6 


$-3,730.6 


$-3,863.9 


With direct investment at market value 


-2,661.3 


-2,813.4 


-4,510.7 


-4,558.7 


With direct investment at historical cost 


-2,503.8 


-2,656.2 


-3,932.2 


-4,08 1 .8 


Financial derivatives 


126.3 


1 10.4 


86.0 


57.8 


U.S.-owned assets abroad: 










With direct investment at current cost 


18,51 1.7 


20,298.4 


21,636.2 


21,637.6 


With direct investment at market value 


1 8,769.4 


20,758.3 


21,486.9 


21,809.4 


With direct investment at historical cost 


18,000.9 


19,782.5 


21,057.7 


21,013.2 


Financial derivatives 


3,489.8 


3,652.3 


4,716.6 


3,619.8 


U.S. official reserve assets 


403.8 


488.7 


537.0 


572.4 


U.S. Government assets, other 


82.8 


75.2 


178.9 


93.6 


U.S. private assets: 










With direct investment at current cost 


14,535.3 


1 6,082.2 


16,203.6 


17,351.9 


With direct investment at market value 


14,793.1 


16,542.1 


16,054.4 


17,523.7 


With direct investment at historical cost 


14,024.5 


15,566.3 


15,625.2 


16,727.5 


Direct investment abroad: 










— At current cost 


4,029.5 


4,306.8 


4,663.1 


5,077.8 


— At market value 


4,287.2 


4,766.7 


4,513.9 


5,249.5 


— At historical cost 


3,518.7 


3,790.9 


4,084.7 


4,453.3 


Foreign securities 


5,565.6 


6,336.4 


6,441.4 


7,531.2 


— Bonds 


1,570.3 


1,689.5 


1,939.9 


2,140.7 
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Type of Investment 2009 2010 2011 2012 



— Corporate stocks 

U.S. claims by US nonbanking concerns 

U.S. claims reported by US banks 



Foreign-owned assets in the United States: 

With direct investment at current cost 
With direct investment at market value 
With direct investment at historical cost 
Financial derivatives 

Foreign official assets in the United States 

Foreign private assets: 

With direct investment at current cost 
With direct investment at market value 
With direct investment at historical cost 
Direct investment in the United States: 

— At current cost 
— At market value 
— At historical cost 
U.S. Treasury securities 
U.S. other securities 
— Corporate and other bonds 
— Corporate stocks 
U.S. currency 



3,995.3 


4,646.9 


4,501.4 


5,390.5 


930.3 


874.8 


793.0 


844.8 


4,009.9 


4,564.2 


4,306.2 


3,898.2 



20,833.5 


22,772.0 


25,366.7 


25,501.5 


21,430.7 


23,571.7 


25,997.6 


26,368.2 


20,504.7 


22,438.7 


24,989.8 


25,095.0 


3,363.4 


3,541.9 


4,630.5 


3,562.0 


4,402.8 


4,912.7 


5,256.4 


5,692.4 


13,067.2 


14,317.4 


15,479.8 


16,247.1 


1 3,664.5 


15,1 17.1 


16,1 10.7 


17,1 13.7 


12,738.4 


1 3,984.0 


15,102.9 


15,840.6 


2,398.2 


2,597.7 


2,879.5 


3,057.3 


2,995.5 


3,397.4 


3,510.4 


3,924.0 


2,069.4 


2,264.4 


2,502.6 


2,650.8 


791.0 


1,101.8 


1,386.3 


1,541.6 


5,319.9 


5,934.0 


6,151.6 


6,904. 1 


2,825.6 


2,915.7 


2,894.6 


3,062.0 


2,494.3 


3,018.3 


3,256.9 


3,842.1 


313.8 


342.1 


397.1 


454.2 


706.4 


643.6 


630.9 


656.5 


3,537.9 


3,698.2 


4,034.5 


3,633.4 



U.S. liabilities by U.S. nonbanking concerns 
U.S. liabilities reported by U.S. banks 



Source: Nguyen, Elena L, The International Investment Position of the United States at the End of the First 
Quarter 20 1 3 and Yearend 2012, Survey of Current Business, July 201 3. p. 14. 

Foreign investors who acquire U.S. assets do so at their own risk and accept the returns 
accordingly, unlike the debt owed by developing countries where debt service payments are 
guaranteed in advance. The returns on the assets in the investment position, except for bonds, are 
not guaranteed, and foreign investors gain or lose in the same way as U.S. domestic investors. As 
Table 1 indicates, these investments include such financial assets as corporate stocks and bonds, 
government securities, and direct investment 1 in businesses and real estate. The value of these 



1 The United States defines foreign direct investment as the ownership or control, directly or indirectly, by one foreign 
person (individual, branch, partnership, association, government, etc.) of 10% or more of the voting securities of an 
incorporated U.S. business enterprise or an equivalent interest in an unincorporated U.S. business enterprise. 15 CFR § 
806.15 (a)(1). Similarly, the United States defines direct investment abroad as the ownership or control, directly or 
indirectly, by one person (individual, branch, partnership, association, government, etc.) of 10% or more of the voting 
securities of an incorporated business enterprise or an equivalent interest in an unincorporated business enterprise. 15 
(continued...) 



Congressional Research Service 



2 



